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.Seven gdidellnes for setting ainimum competency

.- standards for high ‘school graduation are presented: (1) Competency

staniards for the diploma should be developed by a, process that gives
major attention to the needs of students yet recognizes an L.
institutions's respopslblllty to s8cietal needs. (2) Toapeteacy

standards should be /developed using good nanagenent rocedures. (3)
Standards must be set at realistic levels. (8) Standards should be
adwinistered with an adequate student-2ivisory and guidance systenm 5
/providing preparation and feedback. ‘(5) Standards should be applied
,»COﬁ51stent1y vithin proqr3137 across programs, and over time. (6):

Standards should be backed fully by th> home institution to increase

1astitut10ns

the likelihpod that the resulting diplola will be acceptable to other
(7) Standards should be administered so that the
stndents involved feel they have been well served. Three factors
which are believed to influence a schosl district's actions afe the

external requirements of other institutions and agencies, the basic

educational objectives of the school district,  and -the personal . A
- development goals of individual students. Seven possible assessment , .

protedures are outlgned. They are: development of competence scales, °

- use of thé traditional methods, réviev of test questions,

identification of prejequisite skills, use of normative data,

oY

/conpar1son of 'test scores to course performance, and use of .
preselected groups. .(Author/mv) ‘ / '
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The-most noticeable of these, of 3ourse, is the press. The

s

\ February 28, 1977 issue of Time magazine, under the heading "Devalued

\\Diploma" indicates that: ?. .. in the past year7 'minimal cdmpetency

testing' has befome the hottest~new catch phrase in public educatien."”

As someOne who has tried to keep up with developments in the area

.

_ of minimal competency testing, my files are bulging with "news" of this

SOBt..

The following headlines taken from one newspaper, The New York

Times, provide some indication of the way the press is treating this .

] , 13

development:

"Basic-Skill Tests Pushed for h School Diploma;" March 14, 1976 .

'Minimum-Competency Tests for Studentsy An 01d Idea, Now Revivei///
?

1Paper presented at the apnual meeting of - uﬁe Natiomal Council on,Meaaurement'
in Education, New York City, April 1977. ({Part of Symposium--Credits, Theories

and Standards: New Apgl cations for the Secondary Diploma] S v
- 13 " L] # .
" N v - 7 y
¥ ¢ N N N '
a ot 3 ) [ 1 *
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£ducational journals and related publicationsk ve also given the : ¢
2 . )
topic a great deal of attention. Some tit'les of articles and cogmentaries '

o ' help illustrate some of the issues that have been considered: L .

4

' "The Politics of Baek=to-Bagics," Joan Baum, Change, November .
1976 (pp. 32-36). . i

"Changing Hiéh School Requirements;" National Education Asso-
ciation, Briefiné, Juhe 1976, No 11. . -

Competency Tests and Graduation Requirements, James 'P. Clark and o
Scott D. Thomson, National Association .of Secondary School
Principals, 1976.

So much has been published on the topic.of minimum—competency testing
as a diploma requirement that I will not attampt to review all that is
‘avaiIable. Three gources, however, warrant mentioning The first is the

Nationdl Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP). This organi- '

v
[

zation has given the most comprehensive attention that I have seen to the
H .. . . <

issue .of competency requirem¢nts and has gone on record as favoring com-

o

petency testing as one component of high school gradnation requirqments. G
~ The sécond source is the Legislative Review, a pubyication of the

’ -

Education Commission of the States The editor Chris Pipho, has done a

conscientious job of collecting information about' state legislation and A\

- . .
- \ . 0 -
\ .

> regulations régarding minimal competency testing. Mr. ?iphd drew on'this '

,v)

experience to give the following “words of advice to educators and legis; -

lators at the National Conference on Minimum Competencies in New York on

- March 4, 1977: , » . .
To educators—;Don't underestimate the concern of the man in
; the street or of state legislators regarding ——

. ' ) the skills of high school graduates. The com-

J petency requirement movement is not the work * . - a
e ' ' N . L

/, ‘of a few conservative legislators.




To legislators--Don't underestimate the technical problems .
O ‘ asgociated with 1egi’slation that calls for

competency rq\i'.rements testing.
- |, The third source I will menticn is a docmnent that I am using as a
-
handout for this mgeting. It is an Educational Testing Service Informa-—
N

tion Report entitled Bagsic Skills Assessment Around the Natiop. It pro-

vides an overview of many‘activities at the, state and ‘'district level

related to basic skills testing as a diploma requirement or, in some cases,
. 3 4’

: -

a grade-promotion requirement.

.ISSUES R‘AISED BY THE COMPETENCY REQUIREMENTS MOVEMENT .

= Other observers of the minimum competency movement have raised a

7  number of issues. Among them are these:
_' " ’ ‘- - .

> -0 'Meanigg of the Diploma' : e . ’ R

There seems to be widespread igreement that a high sc'hool diploma
X
should be a guarantee of at least some minimal level of skill development

-

on the part of the high school graduate. Reference is often made thhe
\%act that you can only get a "GED" (High Schsol Equivalency Diploma) by .
\passipg the, Tests of General Educational Development. Sina.lar comments :

'ar_e being made about the California High School Prof:j.ciencx Examination.

. -
“ t
’ 4

Implications for Curriculg

A -

Representatives qf professional associations, including the NCTE,

2
¢ v

NCTM, IRA, and NEA, have voiced concern that minimal comptency testing

will tend to reatrict the content of the high school prog{am. A good
o8
statement of this poaition is contained in the Decenber 1976 document
A
"Minimal Competencies ‘and’ Measures .of Competence” prepared by Alan Purves
- " N ' ‘\’ -

K P
°
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of the Uiiiversity of Illinois.

Implication for Students - )

[

hl
What gbout the student who fails to meet competency standards for
. . ¢

the high schopl diploma? There is clear agreement that assesgmeﬁts should

{)ccur early in the seddndary school years and that remedial programs should

—

be available to s‘tudents who fail to meet standards. ﬁut,wiu this result

-

—in tracking of students into such programs and out’' of the mainstream?) What.

about students who never meet standards? ‘What happens' to’ théem? - Does the

school's respo:isibility end when students have completed four years beyond

cy . ’ .,

" areas should be asstssed and with what types of tests? " Can- maclliﬁe- %

¢

grade -eight? When the students re_ach a specified a.ge'.’l

I_mplications for Measuremengrofessionals

N
Should schools develop their own tests or use existing one's What

scoreable tests alqne do the job? How should test-based and other informa-

tion be combined to mak.e decisions a.bout individual students? V

]
The qﬁestion of settin‘and evaluatingtstandards, therefore, has to be

L

viewed as only one part of\ much larger set of issues related to the intro-

ductioh of'g;ompetency standards. It is an_impogtant issue, th‘ou&h, with
P

[}

complexities that seemingly have not been recognized by ﬁany who have urged -

the "adoption of ,competency“requirements for the diploma. ,

w
-

GENERAL PROPERTIES OF GOOD SYSTEMS FOR SETTING STANDARDS .

This section of ‘my paper leoks at the overall system of setting;

4

. applying, and studying the effects Qf standards. Here is an overview of

—— . L

" geven guidelines or principles that are reviewed:

o L]

v -

L
\




I. Ethics/Responsibility.. Competency standards for the diploma

- should be developed by & process that gives major attention

to the needs of students.but which’ recognizes an institutions 8
responsibility to “societal needs.‘

2, Managgment Standdrds. Competency standards should be. developed
S using good management standards,or proeedures. .
R

hsystem so that high standards .are not accompanied by high
failure rates.

-

5. Comsistency. Standards should be applied comsisténtly within
: programs, across programs, and over time. °’

.. by the home institution to increasé-'the likelihood that the re-
sulting diploma will be acceptable to other institutions.

» . ' 7. Student Satisfaction. Standards should be administered so that
", the‘students involved feel they have been well served.

+

z:hics/aem?eibincy

o

’ s

The issue of ethical responsibility is frequently ignored when

isaue is part of any such evaluation. However, this factor should \pe explic-
¢ .

Y

itly identified as a significant oné. A commitment ‘to meet the educational

‘”needs of students should characterize all aspects of the standard-setting- '

process. Adherence to'the guidellines summarized in this paper would consti-

fal

tute one type of evidence that a school or \program was meeting its responsi-

mine the extent to which such eonstraints as limited time and money are dealt

o

with dn ways that adequatply serve students. o ( L

'
.»\

A commitment to meeting the educational needs of , students does noty, of !

course, elininat® the need fo¥ schools to’ consider the implication_s' for

L3

1
> " '

',__. . N

3. Realiglg. “Standards must be set at realjsStic levels. T,
4. %g v of Preparation ‘and Feedback. Standards should .be
. istered with ¢u adequate student advisory and gdance

6. Acceptabilig/'l"ransferability. Standards should be backed fully :

educational systems and policies are evaluated One simply asstmes that this .

1

3

bilities. Each institution, though, must analyzst its own situation to deter— "

)




are establishing the: routes of access to that%ower. ’

'of students and thgse of society. Whenever the completion\of:a particular

"N ) . ' ’ -

" soclety of decisions made about individual‘students. As students satisfy

I

P ) ' . ) . " \
degree requirements they move toward the receipt of educational:. credentials.

Keeton (1974, p. 3) makes ‘the following observation about such credentials. N7

4

"Crédehtials are power. Those who set the rules of the c;edentialing game

-
4 »

As institutions set the rules of the game, they must balance -the needs

*

program will carry the expectation that a student has acquired certain

' competencies, an institution's evaldation procedures and\standards mustrbeuynv‘\i,

adequate to certify the existence of such competencies. " o o
’ .

3

Management Standards . . \ . ’ J

Ly f . o .

g Turning first to the process by which criterion standards are initially ) o

established, it-will be useful to ask whgther an institution‘has follawed

.

reasonable manageﬁent standards. Management standards apply thb the steps

‘taken in the design and implementation of. competency standards for the

diploma, 80 that 'mecesdary decisions ate made by qualified people in a

- manner *that provides for ‘onsistent gnality. In individual high school

courses where perforﬁance tandardsiare set primarily by the teacher,

by the students. Since the ze ponsibility for establishing and applying com~

. petency‘standards for the diplé&e will not typically be placeéd on a single




X . Oapproach to gtandard-setting ﬁrocedure is{to datermiae whether overall

. - . - ’
. responsibility for this task has been defined. The $articu1ar indi?lidual(s)
W v
who hold this responsibility can be expected to vary depending on the nature

of the pr?gram, -department, division, or other part of the institution . o
T be 0
within which evaluations take ‘place. Alt?ough”someone with training and

experience in the field of evaluation would be best for the job, those

\ S

without such backgrouda are often selécté!. In such instances, the use of
. N .

trained evaluation consultants will be essential.

i
§

Even when overall responsibility for establishing performance standards’

can be placed in the hands ‘of a skilled evaluator, many other‘individuals .

should contribute to the standard-setting process. For tdis purpose,-it
N ’ A r :
" will be useful to,sqgk assistance not only from faculty and students but also

)

from members of the .larger ccmmunity. A ' . . j" !

The job of- designing and developing competency standards cannot be

-
v

" handled adequatelylifidecisiogs out particular students must’be made undar T

.
great {ime pressure. Providing adequate calendar time, and also adequate

-

staff for the development of competency standards, will make it possible to

plan and carry out pilot projects to try out standardsgsetting systems.

\
Y
. )u

Procedures can be astablighed;fof monitoring the applica;ioﬁ of standards
) ¢ . [ ‘ ! . .

and for following up on the students afterwardsv Most institutions will ; -
. S - ~ o/ o A N

find it useful tg adopt an iterative'process for developing competency stan-

» , dards. The best aVaiiable sources of inforastion should be used when setting

o

standards for the first.grodp of students tested: The ejperience of con- g

ducting the initial avaluations, though, should betome part of the background

3 v t . - ) *
Lo for future evaluations. t

.
B

John Valley of Educational Testing Service has suhgesued the use of an . . .
' t

. . S +




\ e
‘ ! . ’ ) Y
outside "audit" as part of an evaluation of the adequacy of an institution's ., .
- ) - ‘ - * * L K
- < s v R - ‘ ¥ )
management ‘stan?éis‘. for setting competency standards. The notion is o
\ . ’ . > . - ’
borrowed from the area of financial mapagement. A well-managed business s
concern cherclts~periodically the adequacy of zlts_ accounting-bookkeeping ‘

W

procedures by calling for an outside audit. ‘The audit process consistsvo\f

.
~ . . &
v oo

. tracing financial transactions from a variety of starting pqints._using . .
I different routes, different systems, and different people. The goal is”

,/ that of determin:bngawhether the same results can be obtained as were pro- -

dueed by the company ‘s basic system. The application of C:he audit model .
v J
to the assessment of student lYearning aga:(nst standards for the diploma
- would require the periodic use of ap independent assessment method fol- /

.
v * 1 .

PONY

lowed.by: a comparison of vassessment outcomes. my "
The foregoing g"uidelines‘ for good standard-setting pro(:edures‘relate . .
primarily to the planning and managerial skills of the participating staff.

’

<
There are other criteria that can be applied to the system they deswx.

»

E.Y / ’
R€alism ‘ . ’ 'S
Y .7 ] . - g
Criticg of USS. high schools\ often criticize the lack qof rigor

o

,;asso'cdated with the evaluation ofijstudents' ;.e‘arning experientes. . Little

T‘ " attention has been paid to the reverse problem--setting unrealistically-
high standards. This problem is most likely to OCCI;I' when the 1ndividuala» ‘ «
participating in the setting or 'application of standards do not have suf- '

o ficient d'irect knowledge of the performance ‘of},typical students~ It is the

I

responsibility of tfxe Ifnstitution to judge what is rea;\nable to expect . .

N \ the iarge community should work together “in- the Rlanning and.developing

AW " 8- g




” 3‘ hd ['Y ' ‘:( ‘ P

of assessmen\t rocodures. All parties concerned will need to collect
and review ev'\l. ﬁce of what the average student can reasobably expgct to

learn from each f \the programs offered Intefviews with students’and- ",
ek - - ‘e ' '
reviews of studen bypers or products will be helpful ways of getting an

' \

1dea of what is real

ic to expect ¢f students. . - R

'Adequacy of Preparati.' d Feedback ~ o

W

. , v o ;e
'rhﬂ student wﬁo ;s ficiently prepared fqQr an evaluation ‘aga:l.nst

diploma standard_s'should bd\ abi> t‘o" anticipate the result. The extent to
ble will depend on the quality and axail-g:

. ‘ _
ability of information about\shandards and on the effectiveness.of the

student—advising process.v The a agssment szs}ﬁn and the,standards anployed
. - ! \
]
can be considered unfair to st ts if they lead to hi.gh rates of failure
. for students who have worked cdiisc ntiously cver\ a period of time. Since

»

the f-ocus of compgtency standards shquld be on learning Putcomes, not on

time spent or actiVitms engaged in, 1s criterion may seem inappropriate
A

or par}doxical. Why should :Lr. pe cons

ered unfair if a student has fgiled
to meet a particular competency \standar after working hard? What is kﬁair

is that the‘institution‘ has not detected at the student. was not ..learning
e A

enough and has not acted accordingly. L T B '

N .

As instftutions ‘gradually develag_ the! assessment and standard-setting

quences of g student's failure ‘

-

policies; they must pay attention to the co

.

to meet a spe'c.ified performance standard. THese congequences can range from

minor inconvenient¢es and disappoingent to major setbacks and disrdptions."”

tested in the ninth grade, his or her failure



» ’ —_— . Rl » -
) ‘ ” ) v ‘ p v
already in the last year of .high school. . S . ‘ g ‘
. .’ ’ l.q_'he ‘rever's'e side of the issue of fairness, of courée, is that of ‘
‘ quality control. If »auard,, of ghe diploma is not to be an autanatic conse- .
- . »

quence of comp.leting courige and- attendan? requirements, what steps can
. be taken both to maintain quality standards and still make failure a rare

occurrence? " Some form. of ongoing student evaluation*and feedback 'wil-l best R

.

. serve ‘this need. Testing nekds to take place early enough 8o’ that remedial
. RN N g ‘ .- ,
' ~ﬁr.2rams can be planned and carried out. ' Students can then sit. for follow-up, ,

examinations after they have further developed t*ir skills and competenci¥s.

, ‘ ' -l o= -
>

L ]

Consis tency ‘ “

%mp«}ementing established competency standards, school districts will.

have to achieve a high degree of consisten,cy within and among sch&l programs

§ s

-, and across time. What can an institution do to promote consistency in the

appl:lxation of standards? One strategy is to- conduct periodic reviews of

{ the results of applying a particwlar-set of assessment procedures and stan-

. dards. “If institutional guidelines for awlying s.‘dards ere not being
'

followed, a‘'review of backgraund materials and guidelines by 'participatiné

- ’ - t

staff will be needed. o - * )

It should be recognized that absolute consistency of assessment can )

never bg attatned. Each schgol district will meed to consider the level of | |
inconsistency that is "tolerable. Clearly the consequences of incorrect ' .
A

judgments will need to be considered and a balance s‘ck among such possible

: compet:l.ng?ﬁctors as student needs and societal néeds. o

by
.ot R N . N

L Accéptabilicy/Transferability ° , : ' PR ...

¢ [

Although arrangements for. establishing diploma standards will vary from

school district to school district, other institutions, agencie‘ or. the like /
- ' ' . .. " / ] o .

)
- N N N -
R . B ~ N N 14
\ ‘ , y  =10- \ . o -
o ~ 4
~ . ‘. N r
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‘establishing and applying apprgpriste standards, an institution can

of the students who have been evaluated. Provision needs t0'be made for )

23
—
AN

standards employed . By doing a good Job of documenting and explaining the .

*

~

L]

increase the acceptability or credibility.of the diplomas that are grantest

v

T The problem of 3Emonstrating that high enough standards were indeed

foliowed is a more difficult one Critics are fond of pointing. ouﬁ examples.

-
v

of high school graduates whg™ ca‘not read, college graduates who cannot:
b A,

write, or profgﬁgional school graduates who dannot function effectively in
d
the proqusion for which they were supposed_y trained_. The best an indivi-

* dual institution can probably do is to define clearly the planning, implemenr

.

tation, and‘monitoring procedurks that it uses. The, greater the degree of -

A ) -

adherence its policies that can be attained, and thus the greater the
» .d‘ /‘
consistency in evaluation and st&hjfrds application ‘that is achieved, the less
the justification’ for criticism. - T
. 4'. - . .’.'. . q . -.. -

Student Satisfaction. R ’ . .

. L - -
In addition to meeting the criteris dfted above, ‘an adequate

»

evaluation and standard-setting arpangement should satisfy the majority - ;/’__A—

eriodic followhup surveys of students who have goné through the competeﬂ!y

assessment pr0cess. %o what "extent qo_the students feel that they were
 f ! ' . v
prepared adequately for the asseSsment procedures that wete applied? Did

the standards, seem to bé fair and realistic? Did they find ;hat preparing

¢

N
_for and experiencing the assessment wds a valuable learning experience’ «
‘ . A /4 : SR
@ . . |t »
4 . . ‘ - C ' Coe, - - 2"
A ' o ._11—12 v ’ ‘ .l',

v o )§ . : .'V‘ C _—
will evaiuaxe the adequacy of %he evaluation and standard-setting pro—

e N . p ‘ -
ceduTes that led :o Rartigular btudents earning diplomas Such "outsiders .

Sy e o TS RN
are likely to- raise questions about the evaluatiom process and level of —




+ * -y . \ ~\" -

~ .‘"a '

. Was‘there an air of serioushess. about the enterprise that was- consistent SR
. .
oL with its degree of importance to the student 8 future educational program? C \‘
° o ~r 7 i « - .
. .
- Although students who do not meét standards initially can be expected to
.71 be disappointed they should be able.to recognize the reasonableness of
‘ . decisions made. If the‘y do not, further inv'estigaw adequagy of . ‘
e _ . the system and its application.would clearly‘be called Loy’ ‘.':‘ .
.- . + PANEING A . J' ;_/l
. ) ( ' o ’ & . f}
s o : o METHODS OF SETTING COM?ETENCY STANDARDS .\ , ‘:,/‘

L2 »

The growth of interest in setting competency standardsrfor the high <

school diploma has caused many measurement professionals to examine past

~ . W

A - work ‘in the area of standards setting " An article by John Meskauskas in the

v

Winter (1976) issue of Review of Educational Research will be very hélpful

. inxthis connectiOn Meskauskas (1976) reviewed a number of standards-settﬁﬂé

rmodélslﬁhat have been applied in ctiterion-referenced ‘testing sdituations.

. . -

where content areas have been tightly specified/ He pointed out that dif-

ferent conceptions of the nature of "mas tety" lead to different evaluation

- K ¥ . . i

MRS A/procedures, but that extensive practical applications are lacking for almost
> . "-"b . ‘

all*methods. Another useful resource is a paper by Loretta Shepard,'pre-

r

sented at last years NCME meeting (Shepard, 1976), which nakes some practical
. it
.recommendations on stanjzrd-setting approaches. JF
"

7 . . . - A PR

N o The. discussion of methods of setting competency standards that follows >
X R .
-+

d is based‘ﬁn\the assumption that three factors will contribute qecisively to

r s . 1
.

-

any school district 8- actions ' ' - .o :
. The ekternal requirements of other insfitutions, agencies and . .
-1ike, e.}., state departments of education § . ia(

e The basic educational mission and objectives of the school ) ‘L v
district ) o Y

- ¢-The personal development goals of individual students
1 '/r N ’

oo ‘ -12- e, { . .




3 " The weight given to. any ohe of . these factors will vary from

FASEIS
£

. : situation to situati'on, but all will influence decisions about policy

) ’ LT and Practice in the- area of competency standards for the diploma; There

will alwa—ya be interactions among the factdrs, and there will be times
g . !s when serious conflicts will deed to be resolved as when a studsnt 8
w [ L]
personal develbpment goals do niot mesh with state requirents or with, any

r

e

"of the alternatives ‘offered by a school district.
One basic dete"mination that each. institution will need to malee

&
, concerns the number of domains wi.thin which it is prepared to set diploma

» -

standards and assessments.‘ The larger the number of separate areas for

4 [N .

which standards are ,set, the gteater the proportion of students who *will ]

‘ haye difficulty meeting these standards. Cfearly, critical decisions will .

“

need to be made regarding the re,spective roles of successﬁul conrse com-
L 3 *

-

pletion and' independent competency assessment in satisfying diploma re-

N . .
- A r

" guirements. © D .

Once the areas tp be assessed have been identified and possible .
- . L * ) » .
" ' assessment procedures selected, an approach te setting ‘competency standards
‘ ) - -

must be ~chosen. ,This section describes and evaluates seven possible methods:

¢ Development of Competence Scales . 9
J Traditonal or Arbitrary Method
Reviev; of Test Questions or Tasks °
"Identification of Prerequisite Skills “e
% Use of Normative Data’ "

' °~Relationship to Course Performance

® Use of Preselected Groups

. ’ , A ' ' M d P ]
psvelopment of Competence Scales ) /a,— . :

There has been a good deal of work on the setting of performance
LS ‘ /
standards relating;eo training programs ‘or licensing/certification settings
P
'

.8 ,
. A

e - e | -



’ ;hat include. .-

in which evaluators are checking for the Presence or. absence of well-

How

defined skills. The €valuatioh of the broader educational objectiVes of

high schools will frequeutly require more than a summing-o -units approach.‘

P - -

In some instances it may prove more productive to develop competence scales

- . B -

. - .o -} . :
xn . = Definitions of .a series of functional competence levels ‘
e (usually 3 to’5) " .

o -(3}scriptions of the kind of performance that should be
. ssoclated with each level

= Illustrations, (examples, models) of each level .
. ‘L , B . “
< i . B
The degree of elaboration of these functional competence levels would
. ’ . " ¥ .
necessarily vary both as a function -of the amount of student’ and faculty

time that could be devoted to their development and as a function of the"
. ‘ ’

amount of available information on the qualities of student learning that
s . } oo

.should be dealt with in the scale. Tne inici step in developing a com-

]

petence scale might.be to list all the areas of knowledge-and skill

should be considered. A next step ‘could be to determine what level of

knowledge' or proficiericy a person well above minimal competency might have.
N ¥ ’ . -

e B,

Such a"step would provide the start fpr the high end of this competency ' --

scale. The other end might be developed by considering the absolute minimum

. skills that would be considered adequate.. ’I'hrougt_x a combination of armchair

-

P

speculation, expert review, and'trial use, a competence scale could,be

developed that evaluators would use as a guilde to judgments,about students.

- . L4 . ‘Y. \ .
It woyld be a.heroic enterprise to create a full spectrum of competence
; ‘ - T . s )

‘'scales for every possible compgnent of the high school experience. ' Institu-

. ) R .
tions could move 'towards such a goal, though,. by developing competence scales

for very high priority objectives. ‘It might be possible to draw on existing
records of student performance and on the comments dnd experience of the
staff and any outside evaluators. Dse of a omp;tenceTscale approach over

- _l o tf

. _ -14-

w
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. ‘over a period of - Years could result in the'development of @ file of models

of scales with nooes on their use.that would help evaluators facinq\foture“
b . - . *
scale-d efinition problems. : . T '

° [ M (

. A partial samplé of -the rype of cdmpetence scale that has been

described can be foun\\in the language proficiency acales developed by the
U“é, Foreign Serﬁice Institute‘and used for many years with Peace Corps

volunteers: . é -g”%. ) a ‘ .
Elementary Proficiency »

Speaking-1. AbTe to “satisfy routine travel naéds and minimum courtesy
uirements. .Can ask: d answer questions on topics _very famiTiar to him;- .
within the scope of h d;y limited language experience can understand sim-
ple Questions and sta eme , allgwing for slowed speech, repetition or para-
phrase; speaking vocabulghy inadeqliate to express anything but the most )
elementary needs; errors in nciation and grammar are frequent, but can
. be understood by a native speaker used to dealing with fore1gners attempting ..

+ to’speak his language; while topics which are "very familiar" and elementar/
needs vary considerably from individudl to individual, any person at the
S-1 level should be-able to order a .3imple meal; ask for shelter or 1odg1ng,
ask and give simple directions, make purchases, and tetl time.

Readrng -1. Able to read some personaT‘and place names, street signs,
office and shop designa ons, numbers, and isolated words and phrases. Can
Lecognize all the letted® in the printed version of an alphabeti¢ system
and high- frequency~eJemen¢s dbf a sytﬂabary or a character system.,

gjm1ted Norking Profic1ency S . .
. ) Speaking-2. Able to sitisfy routine social demands, and limited work

requirements. Can handle with confidence but not' with facility most socfal
situations 1nc1ud1n‘.introductions and. casual con;;gsations about current
: i

events, as well a5 work, family, and autobiographigal information; can han- °
dle limited work requqrements, needing help in hafdling any complications .
or difficulties; tan get the gist of most convarsations on-non-technical ¢
: subjects (i.e., topics whicn require no specialized knowledge), and has a
L speaking vocabulary sufficient to express himself simply with some circym-. -
‘ locutions; accent, though often quite faulty, is intelligible; can usually. .
. handle elementary constructions quite accuratély but does not ‘have thorod !
- or confidemt control of the grammar. L

Reading 2. Able to read simple prose, in a form equrvalent to type-, . -
script or printing, on subjects within a familiar context. .With extensive.:
, use of a dictionary can get the general 'sense of routine business 1etters,
international news tems, or articles in technical fields within his com- . -
¢ petence. ' ' S )
’ * Minimum Profess;onal Proficiency ’ .

. N Speaking-3 "AbTe to speak 'the Tanguage with sufftcient structural ac-

’

curacy and vocabulary to participate-effectively in mest formal and informal AN

conversations on practical, social, and professional topics. Can discuss .’ .
- o . . o ,

.
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particular interests and special fi¢lds of cosipetence with reasonable ease;
comprehension is quite compiete for a normal rate of speech; vocabulary is
, broad enough that he rarely has to grope for a word; atcent may be obvious- -
ly foreign; control of grammar good; ?rrors never interfere with understand-
ing and rarely disturb the native speaker. ) -

Reading-3. Able to read standard newspaper {items \ddressed to the gen- )
eral reader, routine correspondence, ‘reports and technical material in his . R 2N
special .field. Can grasp the essentials of articles of the above types )
ithout ysing a dictisnary; for accurate understanding moderatély frequent
of a dictionary is'required. Has occasional difficulty with unesually
x structures: and low-frequency fdioms.

9 Fyll Professional Proficiency .

e Speak®mg-4. Able to use the language f]uent1{ and accurately on all
} ievels norma pertinemt to professional needs. Can understand and parti-
cipate im any versation within the range of his experience with a high
. degree of fluenchand.precision of vocabulary; would rarely be taken for a y
native speaker, bu can respond appropriately even in unfamiliar situatidns;.
errors of pronunciathon and grammar quite rare; can handle informal inter-
preting from and into’{he language.

., i Reading-4. Able td\read all styles and forms of the language pertinent .
to professional needs, WWth occasional use of a dictionary can read mod- !
erately difficult prosé reddily in any area directed to the general reader,
and a1l materfa] in his-spec¥al field including ofPicial and professional

- documents and correspondence;\¢can read reasonably-legible handwriting with- |

_out djfficulty. - . .

Mative or Bi]ingya1{?rofigiency K

Speaking-5. Speaking proficiency equivalent to that of an educated
_native speaker., Has complete fluency\ in the 1anguage such that his speech
on all levels is fully accepted by edusated native speakers in all of its .
features, including breadth of vocabulary and idiom, colloquialisms, and
pertinent cultural referénces.

a ot ¢ 9

t

Reading-5. Reading’proficiency equivalent to that of an educated na-
tive. Can read extremely difficult and abstract prose, as well as highly .
colloquial writings and the classic litérary forms of the language. With
-+ varying degrees %diffic«y}ty can read all normal kinds$ of handwritten
.documents.. ‘@K’ s s T .

’ .

k2 [ " <
' s e N

- Traditional or Arbitrary Method . . )

.-

“
.

, When dealigg with an ex;mfbatiqn or set of performance tasks,_the

\ 45 . . 4:.

worst of¥ all possible .methods of setting standards is to choose "an arbitrary

———ii;;Ep!!-———-1ua---w---r-——iii-%i-j---ig* , )
\ per. tage of correct responges because that percentage has traditionally :

= T
1

.'beén associated with a "pasg;ég' scare.~ The method has its roots in the {gg

vt L4

. - percent grades which were used.a bst un;versally in schools and coll?gbs

[ ]
until about 1920. Unfortunately this'approach (the "jgdgment uncontaminated

by data" method) is the most frequently used process' for setting standards.

e - v )
e w [3 o
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, " The' answer to the question "What seems righg for a passing score?" usually \\

e
N

-'_L ' reﬁresents a ccmpr&mise between thqse who desire as-high a percentage as

! poéiible to show their interest in quality education and those who are Y

afraid that their standards will be impossible for thé bulk of students to
~L e y A . i
neet. ' ) i . o E : . 3

s.{i PR 'g

I Clearly; nd nethod that fails to take into account thezCature“df,the*
-lL_arning "experience,'test questions or" tasks, and the students' b_ackérounds

is satisfactory. A standard such as 65 percent or 80 percent correct might

be reasonable for certain tests for certain groups of students, it may be

. t

wildly inappropriate for other tests or sets'of performance tasks with other. '

1

students. As a rule of thumb, blanket pergormance standards 'should be ’

.
* o . N ~

+ avoided.
* N '
Review of Test Questions or Tasks” R

L - N N ’ 4
. Ph

-

‘ i ' ®
- .This mgthod sets a standard for each set of questions or performance

tasks used for a specific competency area.” Informed judges examine each

] ~
' question or behavioral. statement of a critical task and decide if a mini— .
. mally competent saudeﬁf could answer the question correctly or perform the
task adequately - The standard is simply the.average number of questions ' »

®

’ or tasks that each judge has determined should pe angwered correctly or
performed at'a specified level of competence by minﬁmally competent students.
One way to improve this procedurerin a situation involving a test,is

to ask each judge to state the probability that a minimally ¢competent person

]

would " answer each question correctly. The judges review the records of a

.

number of minimally competent persoms and estimate the proportions of such
¥ students who .gave the correct answer. The- sum of these proportions represents

the minimally'acceptahle,score. Wﬂere task, review is involved, judges will

e . .
Iz . o . « .

Q Lo N ‘
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ts

yi need to decide on the weight to be givenuto different aspects such

.« as the kind and degree of learning reflected in the produce or performance

“ +
e [} .
\ . *

- ' Identiffcation of Prerequisite Skills

w

This methpd is clearly of mosSt use when the student 8 attainment of
\ . y

.
e

an ultimate goal is unlikely unless certain prior "ehabl#ng" skills have

LY

\ ;
been acquired ) Success at advanced calculus, for example, is not likely .

unless the student has mastered elementary algebra Similarly, success . - ’
! A R ‘ { \ ‘ )
at discovering original proofs of mathematical theorems in abstract co%rse

.~ - work is very unlikely.unless the student has previously ¢H) learned how to

N . : .

"(2) become .Y

- -

reproduce (in his own words) standard textbook proofs an

uthoroughly acqua d with several relatively concrete é ples of the
r
theory 80 as to have a strong intuittve feel for the abstraecions Although

mqst 2qurses of study 'do not enj9y the hierarchical precision of mathematics,

'the“identiffcation,of the»prerequisite skills methpd 1s most efficient at

points where decisiohs are made concerning a student 8 ability to undertake
? .

a

a new unit in a hierarchical sequence of,units

€
H s

~ This method uscs'pooled judgments, but. the,decisions are made on the

B /;l"’ _ basis of whether or mot success oﬂ'a'guestion'or task requires knowledge, or

4 [ N .
| skills that are essential to the future application’of skills learned in *

v . . ' - : ' ’.

the course or program. The methdd, in practice, is quite‘similarrto:thatf\ﬁ o

used in reviewing questions or tasks; it retaing" the same advantages and

¥ . problens.~ But the‘focus is~not on aékdng if a minimally competent person

\
'

A=y

- 'S . . , -
’ wopld get a particular question correct but sather 1f success on.a question , .
. \ -

« .. or task is required before some specified future activity is posaible. A

AR 2 taJk analysis of the future activity can help to determine what behaviors \

y ; I A . W v
!

are required in‘the performance of complicated tasks.




An example of therkind of analysis that can be‘particularly uézful .
“in Setting competency requiréments for the'diploma was a survey of a national

U

probabili;y sample (N=5, 096) of adults aged 16 and over. These'adults were
asﬁed to describe the kinds of reading performed in’ thexcourse of a normal

'day, the amount Jof time spent in carryind?out the reading described, and the

-
o

importancefattached to the various kinds of reading~performed Resultsvof

’ this _survey were _published in Read g Activities. of American Adults (Sharon,

ﬂ197z) - RN

Use of Nermative Data A S ) L ,
; - A

A norm-referenced test or a summary of f\the products and perfomances \of .

U S . -
a group of “students can be used to make decisions about minimal cogpetency -’

-

levels. Even though this method has empirical elements, pooled judgment is .
still needed at somgfstagé in the selection of a norming or comparison group.

A group must be chosen which is sufficiently similar to.the group of intereqt.

v

In contrast to previously discussed methods in which judgments concérned

§
- por

questions or tasks, judgments in this method concern whether or not a student

is just minimally competent. The -assessment procedure is then applied to a

grOup of such students. The mean score. or average performance of that group.

¥ I

may be taken as the minitum performance standard. Using normative data tends

:< to insure the setting of a performance standard that is realjistic in terms of

\ it

the percentage of the population'that is judged to have reached an-adequate

\ \‘.

level of performance on the basis of the test.. This method has the most ready
applicati to situations in,which an.objectively scored examination or per-

formance on a standard set of tasks will be the basis for decisions regardiné”

a student's level of* competence. \ o ' * ) .




Relationship to Course Performance

This method can be applied to decisions ab ut ninimal competence wh ¢
. * v ' 7
) the skills required can be related to the content of a particular course.

-

. » A'test or other measurement procedure that has been selected or developed|

= to be.the basis for competenc'e decisions is admin steredko students com-

’ ‘\ . plgting the course. X table or graph is prepar.ed showing the r’elationship /
) RN \ ' '
\ o between test scores or,.’performance ratings and gra es \earned in tHe regular -
* v \ ' M '-‘

course. - A table can take the form of 'a grid containing a n‘)nnber/}of cells.

cell. Ilsually ‘the data are organized to allowqirect readings of probabi\lf_ities

' s

L d

' ) scored in the range 45-50’ on the test, what percentag earned a grade of B
' - or better") Alternatively, scores on the ‘examination could bx related to ;

course grades by means of a regression equaj;ion, which will gi\);e a predicted

I

grade for any given test.score. (Wa_rren Willinglﬁm reviews poséible methods ) 7 W
LN of usﬂ.ng course performance as a basis for setting a performance standard in

a ohaptsr entitled "Exemption from Reduj.reménts Already Mastered" !l.n the book
s v

Ad 3 ’

College Placement and Exemption.) .

-'When the relationship-to—coua;perfomance “met‘hc;d is"used the choice | ,

oj\__he test performance standdrd is made on the basis of the probability of .
obg\aining varfous grades. Judgdient is, of copr;e, necessary, in se,].ecting at; = T,
appropriate probability. One might, for example, set a performanoe standard -
so that' there is a probability of .80 that the grade earned in a regular course

:

\
4

_ would have been C (or some other level) or better.
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. Use of Preselected Groups ' . o PR

R This.method: requires that. information i.ndependent of the particular

.assessment procedure being 'applied be u‘s/ed to éelect one' group of students

‘who are above a. school's mininhnn requiremgnt and anothet that are not. .
7
Instructors' judgments should bé used to divide students into the ,two groups.

In making these. judgments, it is essential to differentie,te competencies from
N Y . ) v

-

other factors that contribute to grades; e.g., punctuality, consistent atten-

. :
. ¢ -
v

dance, classroom behavior, etc.s - . !

Coa

The assessment procedure is then applied t::o_. both groups, and the™

distribution of scores obtained. A competency standard is then selected that
best discriminates between the two groups. ] W\ o ' )

This method has the important advantage of inherent conturient validation:
. ' - ‘ . ’ !
The test is validated against independent informed judgments of.student com-

petency., Furthermore, this procedure ‘.aliows the use of classical measures of

test quality such as reliability, validity, item discr'imination, and kthe like.
] - Y . " i’

[ ’
. » ~ , h
Error of Measurement , {'
. ,q

Thé méthods of ~setting competency standards that are described in this
_paper combine’ human Y;,uégmept and empi#‘ical data< in a systematic process.

Regardless of the quality of the procedure, however, some error of measure-—

. ment will result. " This "error" is not attri‘le t:o arithmetical mistakes” _

?

that could be avoided by more careful’calculations. Such’ erro; is related

to the complexity and variability of ;eop}e and the difficulty or measuréag
<tt’1e1r skills end k’nowledge. If you were somehow able to achieve complete
knowledge of each student's 'competencies;and had" a’ perfect standard-setting
procedure, you would be ablg to-detect some deg?eel of error :!.n any operat;ional -

system. - !

" Theze are two r.najor types¢ errors possible in.setting standards. If

o . ~
» + d
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§ithe standards are set too high, the‘probability increases that those who n

sheuld be éonsideréd'competent'will be classified és not competent. If the :
. A v ~ >

standards are set too low, the probability increases ‘that those who should -

*

$ H - N » - .
:411 will be passed. Clearly, the setting of standards must ‘take into s

aiﬁfounf’tﬁe costs or losses associated with misclassification of each type.
L]

In":every situation. basic princiﬁles of fairness, realism, and consistency
will apply, but it will also besnecessary to consider the social implications
1 .
of decisions about students' competencies. An analogy might be made to testing o
applicants for driuers licenses Thére an incorrect judgment that an aﬂpli-
cant hasfacquired certain important competencies 2€ght have the effect of ’
K

enabling the individual to avoid some needed additional training, allowing an
, .

incompetent driver to emerge as, a hazard tolothers.

A Final Thought

The job of setting appropriate performance standards is as critical as
it is difficult. Developers of evaluation proCedures as part -of diploma re-

quirements should allow sufficient time in their projects for a thoughtful ’

A S

analysis of the posgible approaches. If at all possible, more than one . '.

' method of setting 'standards sﬁould then be tried, g:d the results compared

’

and'evaluated. After this evaluation, a decision can’ be made regarding the

n‘ ‘0 ‘e .

method of methods that will be employed £6t each assessment procedure.

? - | ’,a _ . -
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